
    
      [image: “Deep and Pure for a Symbol”]
    

  
[image: Eigenanzeige]


    
      
        Table of Content
      

      
        Selected Articles and Essays:
      

    

  
    Page 2



[image: image e70f1486d599917bc7cce50c42e46dce]




I.  Introduction 



In the chapter “Where I lived and What I lived for”, Thoreau explains what he wanted to achieve by his experiment:



I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; not did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and such out all the marrow of life […] to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it […]. For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty about it, whether it is of the devil or of God […]. (W, 72)



This passage demonstrates Thoreau’s desire to establish a relationship to the world around him. Feeling that, like most people, he lived “what was not life”, he moves to Walden Pond in order to find out for himself what life actually was. He feels that nature can reveal truths and meanings to him and thus help him to overcome the “strange uncertainty” about the character of the world and of his own life. But if nature seemed to “communicate” with man, how could he make sure to understand its message?



In Emerson’s famous essay
Nature,
considered by many as the very foundation of the transcendentalism, we find the idea of correspondence - “the relationship between the spiritual and the material, the natural and the man-made, the object and the idea”
1
. Emerson suggests that there is a universal relationship between natural imagery and human thought and that this relationship can be expressed through language. Indeed, “the whole of nature is a metaphor of the human mind.”
2
In chapter IV, “Language”, he lists three principles of language: 1. Words are signs of natural facts.



2. Particular natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts. 3. Nature is the symbol of spirit.



Walden
can be said to illustrate the various kinds of perception found in Emerson’s essay. As his mentor, Thoreau felt that the correct interpretation of a single natural phenomenon would illuminate “the principle of all the operations of Nature” (W, 244). And like Emerson, he believed that by studying nature one could arrive at the absolute ground of being. However, he realised that
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in order to interpret it correctly, he needed to learn the ‘language’ that nature speaks, first. By getting as ‘familiar’ with nature as possible, he hoped to learn how he himself was connected to it.



In order to ‘translate’ his experience to his readers, Thoreau uses natural imagery in a highly symbolic way. Emerson recognized this tendency in describing the “cardinal fact” about Thoreau as they way he could regard “the material world as a means and a symbol”
3
. In its attempt to find a correspondence between nature and spirit,
Walden
itself is to be seen as a symbolic work. Walden Pond, near which Thoreau moved on 4 July 1845, became the geographic symbol of the Transcendental movement. In the book we find the pond described in a very detailed way: its size, the depth, the flora and fauna. The meanings of these descriptions are various and at the end this small body of water comes to symbolize almost everything of Thoreau’s spiritual, philosophical and personal message. In order to demonstrate this, it is necessary to look closely at what Thoreau has to say about the pond and his relationship to it.



Because water, the element of the pond, is a powerful symbol in itself, I will begin by a short introduction of a universal symbolism of water and examine how this symbolism is applied in Walden. I will then proceed to a more specific analysis of the pond imaginary, which is particularly concentrated in the chapters “The Ponds” and “The Pond in Winter” and “Spring”.



II. Water: a universal symbol 



Water seems a middle element between earth and air. The most fluid in which man can float. Thoreau, Journal, 2 December 1840
4



The element water has a central meaning in most religions and mythologies. Most creation myths include water as the origin of the universe. Water is also associated with the water of the womb where individual life comes from and with the water of the oceans where life evolved from. Water has ability of changing shapes and transforming itself. This ability of transformation refers to birth, death and regeneration. The symbol of rebirth is found in the biblical story of the Great Flood: only after sin and evil are washed away and dissolved, can the (re)birth of the world take place.
5



By building his home near water, Thoreau finds a way of rooting himself more closely to the natural element of the universe, to the origin of life itself.
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